THE TOWN OF OUR DREAMS
He did not know that it was five years since I had been in
the Caucasus.
We got out of the victoria in the courtyard of the Soviet
Consulate. Commercial agencies and a co-operative shop
(where we bought vodka and cheese before leaving for the
Himalayas) were housed all round. But that day we were
calling on the Consul. He received us in one of the big
rooms in the central building.
Tierkuloff was calm and sympathetic. His dark eyes
gleamed behind thick glasses. He was a Tatar from the
Crimea and knew Turkish and Persian well. We talked in
Russian, over Caucasian wines and sweetmeats. The latest
papers in from Moscow lay on the table. They were only
twenty days old. One had a picture of Romain Rolland at
Maxim Gorki's home. An article announced that the
legations at Peking had been judged worthy of promotion to
the status of embassies—there was irony in the fact that this
should have been at a moment when China was betraying
her weakness by letting the Japanese in Inner Mongolia
advance in the direction of Sinkiang.
In order to find out whether the Irkishtam route was open
to everybody we enquired as to the possibility of returning
to Europe that way.
"The route is closed for ten days/' Comrade Tierkuloff
said. "Thirty cases of plague have been reported in the moun-
tain area close to the frontier. Besides, it would require a
fortnight to get a reply from Moscow about your visa."
To tell the truth, we had no desire to go to Russian
Turkestan. We knew it already and wanted to take advan-
tage of the fact of being in Kashgar—a rare enough tiling in
any life—to cross the Himalayas.
Then I made enquiries as to the Consul's opinions on
Sinkiang's future. Perhaps, like Manchuria, it would declare
itself independent.
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